English language and communication abilities are an essential part of the global engineering community. However, non-native English speaking engineers and students tend to be unable to master these skills. This study aims to gauge the perceived levels of their general English language proficiency, to explore their English communicative problems, to investigate their perceived abilities when performing English-related tasks in an engineering workplace communication situation, and to obtain feedback on student performances from English instructors in English for Specific Purposes (ESP) courses. The participants included 130 Thai undergraduate students and two English instructors at a government university. There were two instruments; a questionnaire for the students and a series of interview questions for the instructors. The results revealed that (a) although the students perceived their abilities to be at a fair level, they experienced difficulty using productive skills in English communication; (b) the English-related tasks that the students performed best and worst in were reading and writing tasks respectively; and (c) in the ESP courses, the ability of the students to use English in the 'real world' was not dramatically improved, and (d) these students also had unrealistic language learning goals. These results would benefit both ESP instructors and stakeholders in terms of increasing awareness of both language and communication problems, and designing tailor-made courses that are a perfect fit for their students with regard to the contemporary engineering community.
Introduction
The globalization of world markets requires engineers with the capabilities of working in and with different cultures, as well as knowledge of the global markets. Thus, these engineers do not only need technical knowledge, but also the ability to express it. This means that dynamic personalities, or individuals who are skilled and efficient in multitasking (i.e. hard and soft skills) are required. This fact implies that engineers must possess communicative abilities in order to be professionally successful. This globalized era also confirms the need for individuals to develop their English language abilities as a result of increasing international interactions in both the individual and organizational contexts. Unquestionably, most international and local organizations, particularly in Asian countries, set English language proficiency as one of the primary criteria for the recruitment of new staff (Ayokanmbi, 2011; Marina & Rajprasit, 2014; .
Research Questions
According to the literature review, and as a result of the few studies available in the Thai context, the research questions are to be addressed as follows: (a) How do final-year engineering students perceive their own levels of general English language proficiency? (b) What English communicative problems do they experience? (c) How do they perceive their own abilities in terms of performing English-related tasks and communicating effectively in the professional engineering workplace? and (d) What kind of feedback did the English instructors give their students in ESP courses?
Participants
The total number of participants was 130, with an almost equal number of females and males, at 54 and 46 %, respectively. The participants consisted of fourth-year Engineering students at Thai public universities, and from the following majors: Electronics (23%); Chemical Engineering (19%); Civil Engineering (16%); Biomedical Engineering (15%); Mechanical Engineering (14%); and Industrial Engineering (13%). All of them took two courses of Foundation English, and two courses of ESP courses. More than half of the participants (63%) communicated in English for at least one day a week, while the rest claimed to never use English in their daily lives. Most of them intended to take a Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC), and to apply for jobs in both local and international companies (90%). During the last semester, almost half of the participants took English language courses (40%). However, the English language is universally regarded by these students (100%) as an important skill for successful job application. Furthermore, the two English instructors who taught these students both participated in individual interviews.
Instruments
The quantitative and qualitative approaches were employed, and two instruments were constructed. The first was a questionnaire on English language and communication skills in the engineering workplace, which was developed from related studies (Hart-Rawung & Li, 2008; Spence & Liu, 2013; Taillefer, 2007) , and the contents were adapted to fit the context of Engineering education, and the Thai workplace. It is comprised of four parts which include the following: (a) demographic information; (b) perceived general English language proficiency; (c) problems with general English language skills, and (d) perceived abilities in performing English-related tasks in an engineering workplace communication situation. Each item was scored on a four-point scale with numerical values to indicate the level of their perceived abilities (1 = poor, 2 = fair, 3 = well, 4 = excellent) in parts two and three, and to show the frequency of English communicative problems (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = always) in part four. The second was a series of interview questions for the two English instructors, which were based on the following topics: the language abilities of students, their strengths and weaknesses in www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 8, No. 3; 2015 terms of language learning performance and achievement, and recommendations for the stakeholders of ESP courses.
For reasons of clarity, all of the questions on both instruments were translated from English into Thai, and vice versa, by two translators. Then, three Higher Education experts were asked to ascertain the content validity of the instruments, prior to the data collection process. The pilot study was conducted for reliability with ten final-year Engineering students from another university who did not participate in this study.
Data Collection
At the Faculty of Engineering of an unnamed Thai University, the quantitative data was collected from the participants during the last week of the second semester of the 2013 academic year. However, 130 final year students (70%) returned the completed questionnaire. The interviews with the two English instructors were conducted a week after the questionnaire was distributed.
Data Analysis
The data from the questionnaire was analyzed using descriptive statistics, including frequencies, means, standard deviations, and percentages. The data from the interview were carefully coded and studied to develop the themes regarding the feedback on the performances of engineering students in their English language courses. According to Table 1 , even though final-year engineering students generally perceived their English language proficiency at a fair level, productive skills, such as speaking and writing, seemed to be the most difficult aspect of English communication for them (Mean = 1.87, and 1.88, respectively). Of all the four skills, the students were the worst at speaking. Considering the six individual items in the speaking section, which ranged from the basic to advanced levels, they could use basic expressions and phrases, as well as ask simple questions regarding similar subjects. However, they tended to speak English poorly, even at the more advanced levels. Another skill that likely caused these students some difficulties was writing. Similarly, the students also perceived their writing at a poor level, especially when given more complicated tasks.
Results

Perceived Levels of General English Language Proficiency among Engineering Students
www Table 2 , the problems regarding English communication were examined. Even though these students sometimes had more general problems, they often had more specific difficulties with listening and speaking, compared to all of the others (Mean = 2.54, and 2.58, respectively.) Table 3 , the abilities of the participants to perform English-related tasks in the engineering workplace were identified. Generally, they perceived their abilities at a fair level, the English-related tasks that they performed worst in were writing tasks, and they performed best at English-related reading tasks.
The English Communicative Problems Experienced by Students
Perceived Abilities When Performing English-Related Tasks in the Engineering Workplace
The Feedback from English Instructors Regarding Student Performance
The Language Abilities of the Students
The ability of the engineering students in the two ESP courses, their ability to use the English language in a less-restricted environment cannot be accurately quantified. Their ability to use English in the 'real world' was not dramatically improved by taking these courses. Of the four language skills, their reading skills were the best and their ability to engage in small talk with instructors (e.g. asking questions) was rated as satisfactory.
The Strengths of Students in ESP Courses
The students demonstrated their strengths when following a structured set of tasks (e.g. listening practice and vocabulary exercises) which led to restricted practice towards the end of each lesson. The restricted practice was usually in the form of a role-play. With this in mind, all of the lessons to follow were in the same format. Therefore, those students were more motivated by knowing that each of the tasks they were required to complete was essential in order to reach the final goal (a restricted practice). The students responded most favorably to working in groups, as they come from a particularly close faculty, and as a result group work was incorporated into these lessons wherever possible, in order to increase both motivation and productivity.
The Weaknesses of Students in ESP Courses
In general, the students were most comfortable following a set of defined instructions. When they were asked to do free practice (e.g. creating their own original role-plays), most students did not have the ability or creativity to achieve this, and as a result, the exercise was a failure. Some students tended to have unrealistic goals with regards to learning English. For example, they expected to use these classes to prepare their resumes and to review frequently asked questions in job interviews. These are unrealistic goals, considering the fact that conducting a basic conversation in English is a struggle for many of these students. In addition, many of them seemed to consider their grades or scores to be far more important than any of the learning outcomes. This detracted from their overall achievement and level of satisfaction with the courses.
Discussion
The aforementioned results were discussed as follows: First, Thai engineering students perceived their levels of general English language proficiency at a fair level, and claimed that speaking and writing skills, regarded as key language skills for success in their profession, were likely to be problematic for them. The findings confirmed the results of previous studies about Thai students and engineers, their English language abilities, and the urgent need for English language improvement which has been necessary for almost a decade. It seems that in spite of learning language from the primary education, many Thais have not reached a competent or proficient level, and their inability of English language and communication is an unsolvable problem. (Hart-Rawang & Li, 2008; Jarupan, 2013; Joungtrakul, 2013; Kaewpet & Sukamolson, 2011; Laohachaiboon, 2011; Rajprasit et al., 2014) .
Second, the communication abilities of Thai engineers performing English-related communication tasks in the workplace are also limited, particularly in the oral and written modes. Due to an increase in international interactions and business operations, the engineering profession has to be ready for change, and engineering curriculum should not take this for granted anymore (Ayokanmbi, 2011; Gimenez, 2014; Mehra & Virgandham, 2013; Radzuan, Kassim, & Ali, 2014; Raina & Pande, 2012; Spence & Liu, 2013; Thakur et al., 2013) . Besides, the students that tend to have difficulties with English communication in the classroom may also experience difficulty in the potential workplaces. To solve such a problem, integrating the realistic communicative situations into ESP courses, and creating workplace environment which always challenges the language users (i.e. problematic and non-problematic communicative situations) might lead to a right direction to prepare those students for the future workplace (Marina & Rajprasit, 2014) .
Third, even though complaints regarding the English communication inabilities of non-English speaking, tertiary-level students have been made worldwide, including Thailand, the feedback provided by language instructors on the performances of engineering students should be considered as these instructors have eye-witnessed the learning performances of these students (Chang, Groll, & Hirleman, 2011; Missingham, 2006) . The determination of these students, as well as their creativity and contributions to ESP courses, are key factors which help students to develop their own language and communication abilities. Without these key factors, the opportunity for these students to reach a level of 'satisfactory' is extremely difficult. In addition, teachers and stakeholders need to step out of the academic realm and into the professional world to determine which abilities are actually essential for successful professional communication.
Even though this study is limited to Thai engineering students in a government university, the results may provide some suggestions for ESP instruction for non-native English speaking engineering undergraduates. First, ESP courses are regarded to be suitable for those students who have already reached a certain proficiency in English (generally, the intermediate level). However, many of them are still at an elementary level, especially with regard to speaking and listening skills. Therefore, ESP courses, in their true form, should be reserved only for the very best students in each year group, while the remainder should instead be considered for additional speaking and listening practice instead. Second, tailor-made ESP courses are designed to suit the needs and the natures of Engineering students, especially non-native English speakers, as they would specifically solve the problems of the language and communication found in the present study. Third, if the course is to remain mandatory for everyone, the students should be streamed according to their ability, rather than by their engineering major. When classes are divided by major, it leads to groups of very mixed ability. If classes were streamed according to ability, native-speaking instructors could take the most able classes, leaving better-equipped Thai instructors to help the weaker students.
Conclusion
This study aimed to identify the perceptions of Thai engineering students in a government university, and the problems they experienced with both the English language and their communication abilities. In spite of the necessity of such abilities in the contemporary engineering community, final-year students may not meet the expectations of their future workplaces. They seemed to experience some difficulties with workplace communication. Moreover, the feedback from their instructors reflected the fact that these students urgently required the improvement of both of these abilities for reasons of effective professional communication.
Despite providing results from a small scale, the study reveals the unsolvable problem deeply rooted in the English language education in the Thai context, and such problem may not be similar to that of other Asian countries. For further studies, developing ESP courses for engineering profession combining specific workplace communicative situations is in need. Moreover, an in-depth investigation into the Engineering communicative situations and behaviors should be conducted in both local and international companies, and also in each engineering field. To do so, students will possibly improve the language and communication abilities, especially for non-native English speakers including Thais. Besides, certain regular engineering communicative situations (i.e. oral presentations, professional conversations and report writing) should be in a focus.
